HIGH SCHOOL EDITION

@ Journal of Student Research

Volume 12 Issue 4 (2023)

The Grim Reaper Might Be a Republican: Analyzing
the 2024 Presidential Election Through the Lens of
Terror Management Theory

Shay Ginzburg

Schechter School of Long Island

ABSTRACT

With tensions rising between the Democratic and Republican parties of America as the 2024 presidential election
approaches, I attempted to predict the outcome of the election by applying the rules of Terror Management Theory.
In order to gather the information needed to reach my conclusion, I reviewed scholarly research collected from Google
Scholar and explored the opinions of American civilians as reported on news and social media sites. I investigated
Terror Management Theory and its possible relationship to politics, and the “right-shift,” or switch to more conserva-
tive values, present in voters who are made salient of their mortalities. Ultimately, the evidence gathered supports the
notion that a right-wing candidate will emerge victorious from the 2024 presidential election.

Tensions between the Democratic and Republican parties have been on the rise in recent years. Whether it was the
storming of the capital in January of 2022, or the countless attempts made in the media to cancel each party’s respec-
tive representatives, some Americans have been taking drastic measures to promote their beliefs and support their
favored leaders. Unceasing, the battle between these two groups continues to escalate as the 2024 United States pres-
idential election approaches (Bacallao et al., 2023).

As a result of the apprehension, curiosity, and preference for president that a majority of the population
experience, many political scientists have attempted to predict the outcome of the election via regression models or
implied probability statistics (Short, 2023). While these fixed equations offer valuable quantitative data, they fail to
factor in the psychology of the people they are tallying.

One theory, believed by numerous scientists to be an invisible influencer of political views, is Terror Man-
agement Theory (TMT) (Arndt et al., 2008). I believe that this theory, which suggests that the awareness humans
possess over the inevitability of their deaths heavily influences their behaviors, can produce a unique perspective when
applied to predictions for America’s next president (Arndt et al., 2015).

Terror Management Theory, explored in the 1980s by Jeff Greenberg, Tom Pyszczynski, and Sheldon Solo-
mon, posits that the combination of the innate human need for survival and the salience humans possess over their
mortalities can put them in “constant danger of being incapacitated by overwhelming terror” (Greenberg et al., 2004;
“Terror,” 2002). As a result of this debilitating anxiety, many coping mechanisms have been formed by humans to
help distance themselves from the panic they experience. Researchers of the theory claim that one commonly used
technique, applied consciously or subconsciously, is the creation and upholding of certain worldviews (Schmeichel,
2005). Adopting specific cultural views allows people to feel as though the world has meaning, and that therefore their
existences have purposes (Cohen et al., 2017). Researchers Cohen et al. explained that adopting such values works
exceptionally well as an anxiety-buffering mechanism because they often answer questions about the origin of life.
Additionally, the individuals associated with these worldviews constantly assess their behaviors in comparison to the
standards or morals which their worldview supports as a method of maintaining high self-esteem and distance from
terror-related thoughts. The combination of believing in a meaningful worldview and the idea that one meets the
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standards that the worldview values can effectively manage one’s terror, and provide a significant psychological bar-
rier for their anxiety (Schmeichel, 2005).

In order to better understand TMT’s relationship to politics, I researched the theory using the search engine
Google Scholar. This decision allowed me to form a foundational understanding of the theory based on scholarly
reports that I could ensure were credible before looking at news articles and learning about the opinions of individuals.
While researching, I found a number of sources (e.g. Burke et al., 2013; Cohen et al., 2017; Vali, 2019) that supported
the notion that TMT is best applied to a specific political party’s perspectives. I reported strictly on what I discovered
when applying a TMT lens and attempted to remove any political biases I held.

As a method of testing how Terror Management affects politics, scientists recorded their subjects’ opinions
on certain cultural topics before and after making them salient of their mortality. According to a study done by Anson
et al. (2009), when humans are prompted to think about death, they tend to cling to “whatever element of their
worldview provides the quickest, most efficient, and most secure buffer against the potential for anxiety...” (p. 223).
The “right-shift” is a term for the idea that when prompted to acknowledge their mortality, subjects tend to “shift
toward conservative attitudes that [are] specifically independent of preexisting political orientation” (Burke et al.,
2013). For example, in a study done about gun violence, after being prompted to think about their deaths, the majority
of participants favored pro-gun laws rather than anti-gun laws (Menta, 2021). Similarly, in a study done about TMT’s
relationship to discrimination against out-groups, after being reminded of their mortalities, the majority of participants
favored being unwelcoming to foreign religious groups (Abdollahi et al., 2009). These examples demonstrate the shift
towards Republican-aligning values present in those prompted to acknowledge their mortality.

When looking at the candidates that represent the “right” to which the public might shift when voting in the
2024 election, it is still unclear which Republican candidate will be nominated to run for president. One potential
nominee is former president Donald J. Trump, whose campaign seems to work exceptionally well when used alongside
reminders of death. Although Trump does not explicitly mention death often, many of the beliefs he supports tend to
“lead to the accessibility of death thoughts...” (Cohen et al., 2017, p. 146). Trump has vocalized his support for the
termination of illegal immigration, his arguments against terrorism, and his dislike of out-groups (Miller, 2020; Sales,
2021; “Tearing,” 2020). These three topics all target groups that share a common trait: They can cause others to feel
threatened, and in the face of that threat, those who feel endangered will look for a source of stability. Perfectly using
the vulnerability of the voters to his advantage in a speech of his, Trump stated, “Nobody knows the system better
than me, which is why I alone can fix it” (Jackson). By indirectly reminding voters of their deaths and soon after
promising to be the sole redeemer they need, Trump perfectly uses the psychology of the public as a campaign strat-
egy.

Additionally, Trump has defended the religious beliefs of certain groups in various instances (Dias, 2020). Reli-
gion also plays a role in the management of death-induced terror; like politics, religion acts as a stabilizing worldview.
Perhaps more importantly, it often provides the reassuring promise of an afterlife (Vali, 2019). In January of 2016,
during a campaign speech of his, Trump said to a group of evangelical Christians, “Christianity is under tremendous
siege, whether we want to talk about it or we don’t want to talk about it .... [But] Christianity will have power. If I'm
there, you’re going to have plenty of power, you don’t need anybody else” (Dias, 2020). In just a few breaths, Trump
had perfectly used TMT to his advantage whether he was aware of it or not. He reminded the people of their fragility
and the threats upon their most important worldviews, and then immediately provided them with another worldview
they could adopt in order to cope: the support of his campaign.

Despite the miraculous success of Trump and his use of TMT, he lost to a left-wing candidate in the 2020
election (Andre et al., 2020). His ardent supporters justify his loss by saying that the election was tampered with, but
assuming they are incorrect, why shouldn’t Donald Trump have won (Bruggeman & Rubin, 2023)? This question
brings about many interesting ideas: Could TMT be inaccurate in some way, or could there be an unidentified psy-
chological factor that can outweigh the effects of the human response to death? When considering TMT, 2020 should
have served as the perfect breeding ground for a Republican leader to arise; after all, a national pandemic provided
constant reminders of death and an intense yearning for stability. And yet, no right-shift was present enough to help
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the Republican president maintain his position. Perhaps Trump himself began to be perceived as the threat to life that
people initially flocked to him to find saving from. His radical actions have come across as aggressive and dangerous
to some, so it is possible that he became a reminder of death himself (Arnsdorf, 2023). He has been seen taking
improper approaches to decreasing the spread of COVID-19 which led to the deaths of thousands, and contributing to
the rise of the death toll of US troops in Afghanistan (Lee, 2021; Bergengruen, 2017). In order to make sense of what
happened, more data should be collected about the turnout of the 2020 election and the circumstances surrounding it,
and hopefully an explanation for these contrasting results can be produced.

Uncertainty plagues the citizens of America as they await learning who their next leader will be. However,
Terror Management Theory provides in-depth insight as to why voters elect the candidates that they do. A conscious
or subconscious fear of death can motivate voters and cause them to align with right-wing values. As discussed earlier,
Trump specifically appeals to that fear due to the reminders of death he indirectly delivers and the promises of religious
salvation he pledges. Not enough evidence has been gathered in order to understand why the ideas discussed in this
paper do not align with the turnout of the 2020 election, but when focusing on the data collected by trials of TMT and
thinking ahead to the 2024 election, it is clear that the Republican candidate who is nominated is favored to win.
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